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This illustrated paper is part of a larger research project on touch, sculptural ceramics and the body. It looks to neurophysiology to understand the science of touch, applying that knowledge to the development of sculptural ceramic objects with the aim of more positively engaging our tactile sense.

Touch is the act of contact between two objects; tactility the quality of the touched surface; the human body the medium through which touch and tactility meet, and thus, the beginning of my research.

I looked at sensation at cellular level, at the peripheral nervous system, and finally at the processing of sensations into perceptions within the brain. A diversity of neurons perceives different forms of touch, e.g., pressure, temperature, or pain. Two-point discrimination, a neurological test used to determine sensitivity, measures the threshold at which two points simultaneously applied to the skin are perceived as one. A two-point discrimination test on a neurologically healthy person reveals the threshold on the lip to be 2.2mm, i.e., at 2.2mm apart two prongs applied to the lip feel like one, whereas the thigh threshold is over 60mm.

Using my own body I created ceramic objects to ‘fit’ the body as an investigation into whether differing ceramic surface tactilities could be experienced across the body. These objects were made to be touched and handled, and the surface texture densities were based on my own two-point discrimination thresholds. This paper demonstrated how the creation of tactile forms and tactile surface textures can alter the way in which we encounter a sculptural ceramic object.
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